"Put Yourself in Their Shoes"

Tips for Reentry Parents on How to Approach Caregivers

Information provided by the Custody Mediation Program of the Cuyahoga County Department of Justice Afairs, based on observations over the course of 1,200 family mediation sessions between parents and relative caregivers, and from a series of community seminars for grandparent-caregivers.  Author Mary Malloy.

You may be having a hard time reconnecting with your children and their current caregivers after your return from prison.    In approaching these grandmothers, aunts, uncles, spouses, and other family members, try to put yourself in their shoes.  Here are some practical tips for you.  This approach can work miracles, if only you will try.  Good luck!

· Be grateful.  Someone has done your job for you while you were away.

· Be sensitive to the emotional bond that has formed between caregivers and your children.  Caregivers love your children and the feeling is mutual.  Support their relationships.

· Caregivers may be angry that you put them in the position they are in.  While they love your children, they may be overwhelmed by day-to-day responsibilities. They need to tell you just how difficult it has been for them.  Listen to them.  Hear what they are saying and acknowledge their feelings.

· Caregivers may believe that your past actions have hurt the children.  They may feel they must protect the children even now.  They need to know that the children will be safe with you, both physically and emotionally.

· Caregivers may feel you are interfering if you try to "take over" too soon. They may feel you have no right to tell them what to do when they feel they have been managing just fine during your absence.

· One positive action you can take is to ask the caregiver how you can ease the transition for both of you and the children.  Here is some sample language:

· I know I have been gone a long time and it's my own fault.  I put you in a very difficult position.  While I was away, you had double duty.  You took care of my kids.  You loved them, fed them, clothed them, and watched out for them when I couldn't.  I am truly sorry for my part in creating this burden for you. I know you did the best you could for them.  Thank you.   It has meant so much to me to know that they were being well taken care of.  I know they love you and that I cannot take your place with them.  But now, I need to step up to the plate and do my part to be a good parent.    How can I support you in what you have been trying to do?  How can I start shouldering some of the work that you have had to do by yourself up till now?   I am willing to do whatever it takes to make this situation better for all of us.  Where would you like me to start? 

· Listen to what the caregiver requests and take steps to comply.  Help with groceries, babysitting, chores, anything that will make the caretaker's life easier.  Take small steps to rebuild trust.  In doing so, you will become known as a "trustworthy" person.  Your family will notice.  It takes time to rebuild relationships, but it can be done. 










